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GABON: KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS 


(Money values in millions of dollars except where noted) 
Currency conversion rates: 215 CFA=$1, 1979; 225 CFA=$1, 1980; 
290 CFA=$1, 1981. 


% Change 
1979 1980 1981 80-81 


INCOME, EMPLOYMENT, CONSUMPTION 

GDP at Current Prices (I) (3) 2578.4 3327.2 3718.0 
Petroleum's Contribution to GDP (%) (1) (2) 42.3 48.9 50.4 
GDP Constant 1976 Prices (1) (2) 2020.9 2402.2 2343.7 
Population (thousands) (1) 1214.0 1232.0 1250.0 
GDP Per Capita (1) (2) (3) 2123.88 2700.65 2974.40 
Salaried Employees (thousands) 104.0 107.0 111.5 
Private Consumption (1) 1014.3 1136.2 978.0 
Investment (private and public) (1) 942.4 938.6 1040.9 


BALANCE OF PAYMENTS AND TRADE 

Exports (1) (2) 1773.9 2474.1 2125.2 
Exports to U.S. (1) 320.2 278.3 431.9 
Imports (1) (2) 602.7 776.6 746.8 
Imports from U.S. (1) 32.5 48.1 128.0 
Balance oi Trade {1) (2) 1171.2 1697.5 1378.4 
Balance on Current Account (1) (2) 220.1 779.2 361.2 
Capital Account Balance (1) (2) -208.8 679.3 -140.2 
Balance of Payments (1) (2) -16.2 88.8 114.4 


MONEY AND PRICES 

Money and Quasi Money (1) 505.3 637.6 524.9 
Money and Quasi Money (% GDP) (1) 19.1 19.2 14.1 
Disbursed Public Debt (year-end) (1) 2048.6 1805.7 1131.1 
Foreign Exchange Reserves (year-end) (1) 25.5 114.3 201.2 
Devt Service (annual) (1) 649.6 505.3 431.4 
Retail Price Index (1972 equals 100) 217.2 235.7 270.0 
Wnolesale Price Index (1966 equals 100) 331.0 386.0 429.2 


GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTS 

Capital Expenditures (1) (2) 347.5 426.7 447.2 
Current Expenditures (1) (2) 604.1 661.6 616.4 
Current Revenue (1) (2) 1103.9 1376.4 1405.2 
Operating Budget (1) (2) 401.1 483.0 475.1 
Development Budget (1) (2) 214.4 338.8 405.3 


MAJOR EXPORTS 

Petroleum (1) (2) 1266.7 1835.1 1578.3 
Manganese (1) (2) 131.3 135.4 86.0 
Uranium (1) (2) 130.4 104.3 65.1 
Wood (1) (2) 176.8 222.0 161.7 


1) Estimate cor 1981; (2) Revised tigures tor 1979 and 1980. 
(3) Dollar conversions made at rate of 250 CFA/dollar for all years. 





SUMMARY 


After several years of strong growth, Gabon's economic perform- 
ance in 1981 was adversely affected by lower petroleum output and 
a downturn in demand for its mineral and forestry products. Nom- 
inal GDP increased by 12 percent while inflation stood at 13 per- 
cent, resulting in a modest decline in real GDP. However, both 
the balance of trade and the current account of the balance of 
payments continued to show substantial surpluses of $1.4 billion 
and $361 million respectively. Government finances remained 
healthy and public debt was reduced. Public investment increased 
by 55 percent and employment was up 4 percent. 


The prospects for economic growth in 1982 appear limited due to 
continuing lower levels of oil production (estimated at 7.4 mil- 
lion tons) as well as weak demand for the country's mineral and 
forestry exports. The year 1983 is projected to see some improve- 
ment in overall growth. The balance-of-payments position is 
expected to remain strong in 1982 and 1983 since the appreciation 
of the dollar (in which oil exports are denominated) has tended 
to offset the lower volume of oil exports. A small upturn in oil 
exports in 1983 appears likely as a new field comes on-stream. 
All major development projects, including the Trans-Gabon Railway 
and various new petroleum operations, are continuing. 


Although economic growth weakened in 1981, Gabon continues to have 
the highest per capita income in Sub-Saharan Africa ($3,000) and 
is one of the few countries on the continent to show a consistent 
balance-of-payments surplus. Economic performance has also bene- 
fited from government policies supporting private enterprise and 
encouraging foreign investment. The result of these factors is 
that while the Gabonese economy is not large ($3.7 billion), it 

is generally viewed as financially one of the stronger economies 
in the African area. 


While France continues to be Gabon's largest trading partner, U.S. 
exports to Gabon increased by 166 percent in 1981 to $128 million. 
For the first 10 months of 1982, U.S. exports were diminished 12 
percent (to $105 million) compared with the same period in 1981. 
Based on the first half of 1982 figures, Gabon was the fourth 
largest market in Sub-Saharan Africa for U.S. products. Equip- 
ment for the petroleum industry accounted for the bulk of U.S. 
exports, but the extent of the increase has been inflated by the 
entry of several U.S. drilling rigs, some of which may not remain 
permanently in Gabon. Although the recent high growth rate is 
unlikely to continue, the market for U.S. petroleum equipment re- 
mains good, as does the market for construction equipment. There 





are a number of major projects planned which offer prospects for 
U.S. firms, including new airports, a planned minerals port, road 
projects, and locomotives. 


American investment in Gabon now exceeds $200 million, almost all 
in the petroleum and manganese sectors. Foreign investment is 
strongly encouraged by the Gabonese authorities in all areas. 
U.S. bank exposure in Gabon also amounts to over $200 million. 


American companies wishing to do business in Gabon should be aware 
that their chances will be greatly improved if their representa- 
tives speak French and if their business correspondence and pro- 
motional materials are in French. 


CURRENT ECONOMIC SITUATION AND TRENDS 


1981 Economic Performance: Weaker Exports Halt Growth--Gabon's 
economy was affected by the worldwide economic slowdown in 1981 
and failed to keep pace with its performance during the past 2 
years. Nominal GDP increased by 12 percent reaching $3.7 billion 
(250 CFA equals $1.00); however, inflation stood at 13 percent, 
resulting in a negative real growth rate of 1 percent. At $3,000, 
Gabon's per capita income remained the highest in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Sectoral performance was mixed, with the forestry, mines, 
and refining sectors showing nominal declines of between 15 and 

25 percent. Only petroleum, transformation industries, commerce, 
transport, and administration achieved real growth rates. The 
petroleum sector continued to be the dominant factor in the econ- 
omy. Higher petroleum prices ($35.05 per barrel in 1981 compared 
with $31.08 in 1980) and a stronger dollar pushed petroleum rev- 
enues up in spite of a significant decline in output (7.6 million 
tons in 1981 versus 8.9 million tons in 1980). Petroleum accounted 
for 63 percent of the increase in nominal GDP, 50 percent of total 
GDP, and 66 percent of budgetary revenues. 


In 1981, government investment stood at $470 million. Private 
investment reached $571 million. A majority (55 percent) of gov- 
ernment investment went into transportation (Trans-Gabon Railroad 
and roads) and agricultural projects, whil2 78 percent of private 
investment went into the petroleum sector. Public consumption 
increased by 25 percent in nominal terms and private consumption 
by 11 percent. The number of salaried workers was up by approxi- 
mately 4 percent over the previous year and stood at 111,485, still 
considerably below the level attained in 1977 (137,959). Public 
sector employment was up by 7 percent, while employment in the 
private sector increased by 4 percent, mainly in the forestry, 
agricultural, and petroleum areas. Unemployment was negligible 
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among Gabonese looking for work, and the labor force included a 
significant number of expatriates (both African and European). 


In 1981, the minimum wage remained fixed at 40,000 CFA ($160) per 
month, and all other salaries also remained frozen. However, in 
1982 the minimum wage was increased to 50,000 CFA, and salaried 
employees were granted wage increases ranging from 2 to 30 percent. 
According to Chamber of Commerce figures compiled before the sal- 
ary increases took effect, a Gabonese laborer earned $180 per 
month, while a heavy equipment operator was paid $400 per month. 

A crew chief received $800 and a bilingual secretary over $1,000. 


Balance of Payments Remains Strong--Gabon's balance-of-payments 
situation remained strong in 1981. Preliminary figures for 1981 
indicate that the balance of trade was in surplus by $1.4 billion. 
The value of imports declined by 4 percent to $747 million, while 
the value of exports increased by 21 percent to $2,125 million. 
Gabon's current account also showed a surplus of $361 million, 
down somewhat from the record $779 million surplus posted in 1980. 
The capital account balance has traditionally been negative, but 
the deficit dropped from $679 million in 1980 to $140 million in 
1981. The resulting overall balance-of-payments position was a 
surplus of $114 million. Foreign exchange reserves increased 
significantly over 1982, reaching $201 million at the end of the 
year compared with $114 million at the end of 1980. 


Budgetary receipts during 1981 reached $1.4 billion (66 percent 
from petroleum revenues), and operating and investment expenditures 
stood at $1.1 billion. Outside borrowing was limited to $72.8 mil- 
lion earmarked for development projects. Approximately 36 percent 
of total budgetary expenditures was allocated for debt service and 
repayment. Outstanding foreign debt was reduced by 6 percent from 
$1 billion to $944 million in 1981. Total domestic debt stood at 
$248 million and guaranteed debt was $124 million at the end of 
1981. The money supply at yearend was $622 million, up 8 percent 
from 1980. 


Affected by the world recession, economic performance in a number 
of the country's major sectors declined from 1980 levels. The 
mining sector's contribution to GDP decreased by 25 percent due 

to a decline in world demand for uranium and manganese. Uranium 
production declined slightly from 1,033 tons to 1,000 tons metal 
content, and with lower prices the overall value of uranium exports 
fell from $104 million in 1980 to $65 million in 1981. Manganese 
production and the value of manganese exports also dropped signif- 
icantly (from 2.1 million tons in 1980 to 1.4 million tons in 1981, 
and from $135 million to $86 million). Although petroleum revenue 
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was up, total production continued to decline, and in 1981 total 
output was 7.6 million tons compared with 8.9 million tons 1 year 
earlier. The forestry sector declined in 1981 (-6 percent); how- 
ever, by the end of the year stocks had been depleted and demand 
appeared to be picking up. The building and public works sector 
remained stagnant with companies in this area operating at approx- 
imately 55 percent of capacity. Agricultural production remained 
very limited. 


Future Prospects: Gradual Recovery and Continued Balance-of-Payments 
Surplus--In view of the generaliy weak world markets for most Gabon- 
ese exports, economic growth is unlikely tc recover significantly 

in 1982. The outlook for 1983 appears somewhat better, depending 

on world markets and the degree to which the government increases 
investment spending. In spite of the pause in economic growth, the 
country remains in a relatively strong financial position and has 
substantial resources for financing new investments. Inflation in 
1982 and 1983 should remain over 10 percent due to continued infla- 
tion in the developed countries from which Gabon purchases most of 
its imports as well as to a continued high rate of government 
investment spending. 


The petroleum sector will continue to dominate the economy for the 
foreseeable future in spite of recent declines in production and a 
weak world oil market. Petroleum production for 1982 is estimated 
at 7.4 million tons, roughly the same level as in 1981. Production 
for 1983 is more difficult to estimate since much depends on how 
rapidly significant new finds are brought on-line, particularly the 
Inguessi Marine field which Amoco is expected to bring on-stream 
late in 1983 at about a 1.0 million-ton annual level. A conserv- 
ative estimate calls for total 1983 production to decline to 7 mil- 
lion tons, whereas an optimistic estimate based on new production 
sets output at 7.6 million tons. From 1984 onward, it is estimated 
that production will at least remain stable for several years and 
May even increase significantly if recent discoveries prove to be 
as important as some early estimates indicate. 


Manganese output in 1982 will be slightly above the 1981 level, 
approaching 1.5 million tons. Unless overall world demand increases 
substantially, output for 1983 is expected to remain at about 1.5 
million tons. Uranium output should remain close to 1,000 tons 
metal content per year during both 1982 and 1983. Production in 

the forestry sector should increase substantially due to increased 
demand; however, the upturn may be slowed somewhat since a number 

of companies have closed down their operations during the past sev- 
eral years and those remaining in business have not renewed their 
equipment. 
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Increased government expenditures for development projects in 1982 
and 1983 primarily affect the building and public works sector; 
however, they will also have had a positive effect on the transport, 
services, and industrial sectors. Public investment is expected to 
reach $801 million in 1983. The focus will continue to be on the 
construction of the Trans-Gabon Railroad ($269 million in 1981) and 
on other transportation infrastructure projects (roads, airports, 
ports, etc.). These projects will account for 51 percent ($373 mil- 
lion) of the investment budget in 1982 and 54 percent in 1983. The 
remaining investments in 1982 and 1983 are to be directed into agri- 
culture, forestry, fishing (12 percent), urban development (7 percent), 
electricity and water systems (6 percent), education and public 
health (5 percent), and industrial and mineral development (4 per- 
cent). 


Private investment is projected to reach $760 million in 1983. Most 
private investment will continue to be in the petroleum sector; how- 
ever, investment in agricultural, fishing, and mining projects is 
also expected to increase. 


At a time when most African countries are facing major balance-of- 
payments problems, Gabon enjoys a relatively strong external pay- 
ments position, and the outlook is for this to continue in 1982-83. 
The trade surplus in 1982 is likely to be below the exceptionally 
high $1.4 billion level for 1981 due to lower petroleum prices and 
weak demand for mineral exports. The size of the current account 
surplus could also decline, but both accounts are expected to re- 
main in surplus. The lower volumes for Gabon's exports of petro- 
leum, manganese, uranium, and forest products are being largely 
offset by the appreciation of the dollar vis-a-vis the European 
currencies and the CFA franc. (Gabon's exports of petroleum are 
denominated in dollars.) The one potential problem area for the 
balance of payments would be if a continued slack demand for petro- 
leum and mineral. exports were coupled to a major depreciation of 
the dollar. Even in this event, however, Gabon's credit standing 
is such that it is unlikely to have any difficulty in obtaining 
foreign financing to bridge any short-term problems. 


Debt service requirements will continue throughout 1982 and 1983. 
Debt service payments to alleviate foreign debt are scheduled to 
increase from 82 billion CFA in 1982 to 117 billion CFA in 1983. 
Assuming no major new foreign loans are undertaken, foreign debt 
service should decline steadily in the succeeding years. This re- 
flects the current policy of the Government of paying down foreign 
debt as well as the provisions of the standby agreement with the 
IMF signed in June 1980. Gabon has not had to make any drawings 
on this facility. 
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Trade--Gabon's export picture in 1981 was dominated by petroleum 
(which represented 81 percent of the total), followed by wood (7.6 
percent) and manganese (4.8 percent). The share of exports formed 
by petroleum has climbed steadily since 1977. 


Imports were rather diversified with equipment and tools forming 
28 percent in 1981, metal products (12 percent), food and agricul- 
tural products (11.7 percent), other manufactured products (10.4 
percent), transport products (9 percent), and chemicals (7.3 per- 
cent). Equipment and tools for the petroleum industry represent 

a major portion of the first category. 


France is by far Gabon's largest trading partner, providing 60.7 
percent of imports and taking 27 percent of exports in 1980 (1981 
figures are not yet available). The United States was in second 
place in 1980 with 10 percent of imports and 13 percent of exports. 
However, available data indicate that the U.S. share of imports 
rose in 1981 to about 15 percent. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES 


Export Opportunities and Major Projects--Although in terms of GNP 
and population (about 1 million) Gabon is not a large country, it 

is generally considered as financially one of the strongest in Sub- 
Saharan Africa. This fact, coupled with the Government's support 
of a free enterprise system and encouragement of foreign investment, 
makes it a relatively promising area for U.S. exports and invest- 
ments. The commercial climate is further helped by the excellent 
relations which exist between the United States and Gabon. 


U.S. exports to Gabon amounted to $128.0 million in 1981, an in- 
crease of 166 percent over 1980. In the first 6 months of 1982, 
U.S. exports amounted to $91.5 million, up 45 percent over the same 
period the previous year. The bulk of U.S. exports in 1981 ($118 
million) was made of machinery and transport equipment, of which 

by far the largest component was oil rigs and supporting equipment 
for the oil industry ($78 million). The heavy inflow of U.S. equip- 
ment for the oil industry reflects the increased activity in that 
sector. The composition of many of the imports for the petroleum 
sector probably means that they will not be repeated on the same 
scale, and therefore it is unlikely U.S. exports to Gabon will con- 
tinue to expand at the high rate of 1981 and the first half of 1982. 
Nevertheless, the Gabonese petroleum industry will continue to need 
a steady supply of equipment and should continue to be a promising 
market. Other areas with potential for U.S. firms include construc- 
tion equipment, medical equipment, aircraft, and railway and other 
transport equipment. 
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In the past, American exporters have shown limited interest in 
selling to Gabon because of the limited market size ($3 billion 
GDP and just over 1 million people) and the well-entrenched French 
commercial presence. Although Gabon is clearly not a large mar- 
ket, it is one of the few countries in Africa with the domestic 
financial resources to be able currently to pursue an active pro- 
gram of infrastructure investment. Furthermore, while the French 
commercial presence is undeniably strong, Gabon is now committed 
to diversifying its commercial ties. Technologically advanced 
U.S. products and services have been able to compete when aggres- 
sively marketed. 


American firms which have been most successful in the past are 
those which have undertaken on-the-spot visits by French-speaking 
representatives who are willing to return often enough to develop 
essential personal contacts. Finding local representatives and 
continuing a good working relationship with them are often the key 
to future sales. The chances of firms bidding on major projects 
will be improved if they can help provide financing on favorable 
terms. The availability of financing by the U.S. Export-Import 
Bank and the involvement of American banks in Gabon should prove 
helpful. Import licenses, when required, are routinely granted, 
and there is no discrimination against American products by cus- 
toms laws or other regulations. 


The market position of U.S. products in petroleum, mining, forestry, 
and construction equipment has traditionally been good, and it re- 
mains so. Opportunities for additional sales of heavy equipment 
and the construction of roads and the Trans-Gabon Railroad appear 
to be looking up at this time. Large investments in the petroleum 
area will continue to provide markets for drilling and production 
equipment and services. Opportunities should develop for the sale 
of agricultural equipment and fertilizer since Gabon will continue 
to emphasize the development of agro-industrial complexes. 


Aside from the petroleum industry, Gabon's major projects provide 
the greatest potential for a market for American exports as well 
as opportunities for American construction firms and consulting 
services. The Trans-Gabon Railroad will continue to be the single 
most important project in.Gabon until its completion, which is 
scheduled for 1988. Contracts for the final section of the rail- 
road have been let, and as firms gear up for construction of this 
section, there will be a strong demand for heavy construction 
equipment. As work progresses, there will be opportunities for 
the sale of locomotives and other rolling stock as well as for 
signalization systems. 





10 


A minerals port is planned in conjunction with the Trans-Gabon Rail- 
road. Although thus far plans have been slow in developing, this 
project could come rapidly to the fore in 1983. 


Plans have been undertaken for the construction of a new airport 

for Libreville. Bids for the design and construction work are still 
some time off; however, now is the time for American firms to begin 
making contacts if they are interested in these projects. Markets 
for consulting services, navigational aids, and other airport equip- 
ment will develop as the project begins. 


Other projects in the planning stage include the construction of a 
major highway between Libreville and Franceville and for a road 
linking Libreville with Port-Gentil. The Government has recently 
announced that in forthcoming years greater emphasis will be placed 
on the construction of roads throughout the country. 


While the market size is limited, American consumer items of various 
types have been well received by the Gabonese public. However, fur- 
ther efforts by U.S. exporters and their representatives will be 
necessary to broaden this market. Opportunities exist for expanded 
sales of American farm products, since a very large portion of 
Gabon's food is imported. Products in this area that should do well 
include long-grain rice, tobacco, canned foods (meat, fruit juices, 
vegetables, soft drinks, and beer), cereals, and snack foods. 


Investment Opportunities--American investment in Gabon exceeds $200 
million, concentrated in the petroleum and mining areas. The Gabon- 
ese Government openly and strongly encourages outside investors in 
all areas and, in recent years, placed special emphasis on encour- 
aging Americans to invest in Gabon. To this end; the President of 
Gabon has engaged the services of a number of American advisors, and 
Studies on investment possibilities in agriculture and forestry have 
been completed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and by the U.S. 
Corps of Engineers at the request of the Gabonese Government. Dis- 
cussions are currently underway concerning the possible negotiation 
of a bilateral investment treaty between the United States and Gabon. 


The Gabonese investment code requires that at least 10 percent of 
all the capital in new companies be held by the Gabonese Government. 
Investment is especially sought after in the areas of manufacturing 
(glass, matches, processing of pharmaceuticals, paper pulp, and 
light bulbs), prospecting and the development of minerals, mineral 
deposits (petroleum, uranium, talc, and iron ore), agriculture 
(ranching, and rice and peanut cultivation), forestry (in areas to 
be opened up in the construction of the Trans-Gabon Railroad), and 
in fishing. As a member of the Central African Customs Union 
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(UDEAC), goods produced in Gabon can be sold in Cameroon, the Congo, 
and Central African Republic free of customs duties. 


U.S. bank exposure in Gabon amounts to about $200 million, and one 
large American bank has established an office in Libreville. With 
its strong balance-of-payments situation and large investment pro- 
gram, Gabon should offer additional opportunities for U.S. financial 


institutions. 


*% U. S. GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE: 1983--381-007/73 











